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Baseball, Cricket, 
and the Teaching Exchange 
JIM PERSOON 
(In January ofl989 Jim Persoon of the GVSU English Department and Donald Salter 
of the University of Newcastle School of Education began a 6-month teaching exchange.) 
I'm as starry-eyed about Britain as any other red-blooded Anglophile, but it took 
an exchange to Newcastle upon T yne to clear up a few things that even Masterpiece 
Theatre had left up in the air. 
I'd seen Tom Brown's Schooldays and To Serve Them All My Days, but what about 
regular school kids. Did they really address teachers as sir? 
I'm devoted to Educating Rita, but what was Rita doing in Michael Caine's office 
all alone anyway? 
And cri~ket. I'd tried to appreciate its logic and delicacy, but why didn't, just once, 
some guy haul off and whack the ball into the seats? 
These were the real questions I wanted this exchange to answer. 
There were some wonderful miscommunications right from the start. My partner 
Don Salter and I, in letter after letter and phone call after phone call, would try to 
explain to each other the duties we'd each be facing. The phone calls would go some-
thing like this: 
"Don, I've got the books ordered for your courses, what books will I be using?" 
"Oh, any that you want, whatever you think useful." 
"Well, what am I teaching exactly?" 
"You'll have my tutor group, but they'll be in the schools Michaelmas to Easter, 
and you'll have returning teachers evenings, but that ends during summer term." 
Silence. 
"Shall I bring some books?" 
"Oh no, we have plenty of books here." 
It was after this particular conversation that I knew there was something different 
about our two systems, and that I had a lot to learn. Don and I were certainly not 
the first to go through this confusion. A novel my Newcastle colleagues urged me to 
read, David Lodge's Changing Places, examines the parallel lives of a British and an 
American professor trading places who also can't figure out what they're doing. 
The American in England finds his duties described in a letter left behind for him: 
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b e h i n d  f o r  h i m :  
I  g a t h e r  f r o m  B u s b y  t h a t  y o u ' l l  p r o b a b l y  b e  t a k i n g  o v e r  m y  t u t o r i a l  g r o u p s .  T h e  
s e c o n d - y e a r  g r o u p s  a r e  r a t h e r  h a r d  g o i n g ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  J o i n t  H o n o u r s ,  b u t  t h e  
f i r s t - y e a r  g r o u p  i s  q u i t e  l i v e l y ,  a n d  I  t h i n k  y o u ' l l  f i n d  t h e  t w o  f i n a l - y e a r  g r o u p s  
v e r y  i n t e r e s t i n g .  T h e r e  a r e  a  f e w  p o i n t s  y o u  m i g h t  l i k e  t o  b e a r  i n  m i n d .  B r e n d a  
A r c h e r  s u f f e r s  b a d l y  f r o m  p r e - m e n s t r u a l  t e n s i o n  s o  d o n ' t  b e  s u r p r i s e d  i f  s h e  b u r s t s  
i n t o  t e a r s  e v e r y  n o w  a n d  a g a i n .  T h e  o t h e r  t h i r d - y e a r  g r o u p  i s  t r i c k y  b e c a u s e  R o b i n  
K e n w o r t h  u s e d  t o  b e  A l i c e  M u r p h y ' s  b o y - f r i e n d  b u t  l a t e l y  h e ' s  b e e n  g o i n g  a r o u n d  
w i t h  M i r a n d a  W a t k i n s ,  a n d  a s  t h e y ' r e  a l l  i n  t h e  s a m e  g r o u p  y o u  m a y  f i n d  t h e  
a t m o s p h e r e  r a t h e r  t e n s e  . . .  
T h e  l e t t e r ,  w e  a r e  t o l d ,  c o n t i n u e s  i n  t h i s  v e i n  f o r  s e v e r a l  p a g e s .  O u r  p o o r  A m e r i -
c a n ,  M o r r i s  Z a p p  b y  n a m e ,  i s  b e w i l d e r e d  b y  t h e  i n t i m a t e  d e t a i l  t h i s  l e t t e r  g i v e s  o f  e v e r y  
s t u d e n t  w i t h  s t i l l  n o  m e n t i o n  o f  a n y  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  o r  c o u r s e  t i t l e .  
B a c k  i n  C a l i f o r n i a ,  t h e  E n g l i s h m a n ,  P h i l i p  S w a l l o w ,  i s  e q u a l l y  b e w i l d e r e d  t o  f i n d  
h i s  n a m e  l i s t e d  i n  a  s c h e d u l e  o f  c l a s s e s  n e x t  t o  s o m e t h i n g  c a l l e d  " E n g l i s h  3 0 5 :  N o v e l -
W r i t i n g , "  w h e n  h e  c o u l d n ' t ,  a s  h e  s a y s ,  w r i t e  a  n o v e l  t o  s a v e  h i s  l i f e .  
L i k e  M o r r i s  Z a p p ,  I  f o u n d  m y s e l f  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  t h e  l i v e s  o f  m y  s t u d e n t s  i n  a  w a y  
I ' d  n e v e r  e n c o u n t e r e d  b e f o r e  a t  a  u n i v e r s i t y .  I  b e g a n  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  w h y  t h e  E n g l i s h  
s y s t e m  c a l l e d  m e  a  t u t o r ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  t e r m  w e  l o o s e l y  u s e  i n  A m e r i c a ,  p r o f e s s o r .  
I  w a s  n o t  h e r e  t o  p r o f e s s  s o m e  s u b j e c t ,  I  w a s  h e r e  t o  t u t o r  s o m e  p e o p l e .  
L i k e  P h i l i p  S w a l l o w ,  I  b e g a n  t o  w o n d e r  a t  t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  t h e  c o u r s e  w a s  t h e  t h i n g ,  
t h a t  t h r e e  c r e d i t s  o f  E n g l i s h  3 0 5  t a u g h t  b y  S w a l l o w  w a s  e q u a l  t o  t h r e e  c r e d i t s  t a u g h t  
b y  a n y  o f  t h e  o t h e r  i n t e r c h a n g e a b l e  s t a f f .  
M i c h a e l  C a i n e  h a d  o n l y  o n e  R i t a  t o  e d u c a t e ;  I  h a d  s i x t e e n .  B u t  I  a l s o  g o t  t o  b e  
w i t h  t h e m  f i v e  d a y s  a  w e e k  f o r  f i f t e e n  s c h e d u l e d  h o u r s ,  a n d  m o r e  i n  t h e  e v e n i n g s  i f  
w e  w a n t e d .  H o w  s t r a n g e  i t  n o w  s e e m s  t o  d e l i v e r  o u r  l i f e - c h a n g i n g  r e g i m e n s  i n  5 0 - m i n u t e  
p a c k a g e s .  M y  s t u d e n t s  c o u l d n ' t  c o m p r e h e n d  o u r  s m o r g a s b o r d  s y s t e m .  T h e  m o s t  f r e -
q u e n t  q u e s t i o n  t h e y  a s k e d  w a s  h o w  m y  s t u d e n t s  w e r e  g e t t i n g  o n  w i t h  D o n .  M y  s t u -
d e n t s .  I  w a s  n e v e r  a b l e  t o  f u l l y  c o m m u n i c a t e  h o w  i t  w a s  t h a t ,  w h i l e  t e a c h e r s  a n d  s t u d e n t s  
o f t e n  h a d  a  s t r o n g  a n d  w a r m  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i n  A m e r i c a ,  o n e  c o u l d  n o t  i d e n t i f y  a n y  
g r o u p  a s  " m y "  s t u d e n t s ,  a n d  t h a t  e v e n  t o  t r y  t o  d o  s o  w o u l d  s m a c k  a  b i t  o f  a  J i m  
J o n e s  c u l t .  M y  s t u d e n t s  i n  E n g l a n d ,  h o w e v e r ,  a r e  s t i l l  m i n e .  
O n e  o f  M o r r i s  Z a p p ' s  g r e a t  p l e a s u r e s  w a s  h i s  u n i v e r s i t y  d i g s .  I f  t h e  B r i t i s h  u n i v e r -
s i t y  t e a c h e r  h a d  n o t h i n g  e l s e ,  h e  h a d  a  r o o m  h e  c o u l d  c a l l  h i s  o w n ,  a  d e c e n t  p l a c e  
t o  s i t  a n d  r e a d  h i s  n e w s p a p e r  a n d  t h e  u s e  o f  a  j o h n  t h a t  w a s  o f f - l i m i t s  t o  s t u d e n t s .  
L i k e  M o r r i s  ( a n d  M i c h a e l  C a i n e ) ,  I  f o u n d  m y s e l f  i n  a  s p a c i o u s ,  b e - w i n d o w e d  o f f i c e ,  
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with a teaching room permanently my own, carpeted, with cushy chairs and book-
lined walls, and outfitted with coffee and tea service. At the building entrance was 
a porter. His presence made me feel I had finally made it, that I was teaching at the 
Ritz. I became a card-carrying member of the Senior Common Room, where sober 
and dignified dons read the Times over lunch and got in a bit of snooker. Sometimes 
I would deign to eat with my students at the "junior" common room, which was 
crowded, loud, and considerably less sober. This was the North of England, where 
a man is not a man unless he can drink his pints at lunch. 
At one point in Lodge's novel, Morris Zapp looks at a university notice board and 
doubles over in a fit of laughter: 
The noticeboard distantly reminded Morris of the early work of Robert Rauschen-
berg: a thumb-tacked montage of variegated scraps of paper - letterheaded 
notepaper, memo sheets, compliment slips, pages torn clumsily from college note-
books, inverted envelopes, reversed invoices, even fragments of wrapping paper 
with tails of scotch tape still adhering to them - all bearing cryptic messages from 
faculty to students about courses, rendezvous, assignments and books, scribbled 
in a variety of scarcely decipherable hands with pencil, ink and coloured ball-point. 
The end of the Gutenberg era was evidently not an issue here: they were still liv-
ing in a manuscript culture. 
I can attest to the accuracy of Lodge's scene. The hand-written word had an impor-
tance in public life that I had not anticipated. I taught what we would call graduate 
students, language and literature majors who having taken their university degrees 
now were doing a one-year post-graduate certificate in education course (PGCE). This 
is the standard route for teacher-training in Britain. When it came time to write the 
thesis (called a dissertation; the Ph. D. dissertation is called a thesis), even that august 
document was, by many of them, hand-written. The typed letter was considered by 
many schools to be acceptable, but a bit less professional than a hand-written one. 
I may be about to overstate the case, but I can only express my surprise at finding 
this preference for content over form, after decades of being bombarded over here 
by shoddy products in slick packaging. The British seem a bit better than we are at 
sussing out that kind of elegant emptiness ("suss": to figure out, from the acronym 
of an anti-terrorist "search upon suspicion" law). 
In my time at the University of Newcastle I sussed out the answers to my first two 
questions. Michael Caine taught Rita alone because of something called the Open 
University, a way for non-traditional students to get a degree by a combination of 
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T V ,  s u m m e r  s c h o o l ,  a n d  t u t o r i a l s .  H e  w a s  h e r  t u t o r .  A n d  y e s ,  s c h o o l  k i d s  c a l l e d  m e n  
' s i r '  a n d  w o m e n  ' m i s s ' .  T h o s e  w h o  s p e a k  t h e  G e o r d i e  d i a l e c t  o f  N e w c a s t l e  a l s o  c a l l  
e v e r y o n e  ' m a n ' ,  s o  a  f e m a l e  t e a c h e r  i s  a d r e s s e d  a s  ' m i s s - m a n ' .  I  r e - l e a r n e d  t h a t  p u n c -
t u a t i o n  c o n v e n t i o n s  a r e  t r u l y  c o n v e n t i o n a l .  M y  B r i t i s h  c o l l e a g u e s  d i d  n o t  s e e  s e n t e n c e s  
s u c h  a s  t h i s  o n e  a s  i n c o r r e c t ,  t h e y  a l l o w e d  t h a t  t h e  c o m m a  w a s  a p p r o p r i a t e  h e r e .  T h e y  
a l s o  u s e d  s i n g l e  r a t h e r  t h a n  d o u b l e  q u o t a t i o n  m a r k s ,  a s  i n  m y  s e n t e n c e  a b o v e .  
T h e  a n s w e r  t o  m y  t h i r d  q u e s t i o n ,  h o w e v e r ,  i s  s t i l l  a  m y s t e r y  t o  m e .  I  n e v e r  q u i t e  
s u s s e d  o u t  t h e  w a y s  o f  c r i c k e t .  N o t  f o r  w a n t  o f  t r y i n g .  I  e v e n  t o o k  a  P E  c l a s s  i n  i t .  
I  l e a r n e d  t o  b o w l ,  I  l e a r n e d  b a t t i n g  s t r o k e s ,  I  l e a r n e d  r u l e s  a n d  h a n d  s i g n a l s  a n d  h o w  
t o  p u t  o n  t h e  p a d s  p r o p e r l y .  I  l e a r n e d  t e r m s  l i k e  ' o f f  s t u m p '  a n d  ' s q u a r e  l e g ' .  I  l e a r n e d  
t o  p o u r  t e a .  B u t  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  i n  a  g a m e  t h a t  I  s t e p p e d  t o  t h e  p l a t e  - w e l l ,  t h e r e ' s  
n o  p l a t e  - t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  I  p o s i t i o n e d  m y s e l f  s o r t  o f  i n  f r o n t  o f  m y  w i c k e t ,  a n d  t h e  
f i r s t  b a l l  b o w l e d  t o  m e ,  a  b i g  f a t  s l o w  r e d  b a l l  c o m i n g  d o w n  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  t h e  p i t c h ,  
t a k i n g  o n e  n i c e  e a s y  b o u n c e  a n d  n o t  d e v i a t i n g  o r  c u r v i n g ,  w e l l  I  d i d  t o  t h a t  b a l l  w h a t  
a n y  t r u e  A m e r i c a n  w o u l d  d o ,  I  h a u l e d  o f f  a n d  w h a c k e d  a  l i n e  d r i v e  b a c k  t h r o u g h  
t h e  p i t c h e r ' s  b o x .  I t  w a s  c a u g h t .  M y  t e a m m a t e s  l o o k e d  e m b a r a s s e d  f o r m e .  I  w a s  b e a m -
i n g .  I  h a d  h i t  a  r o p e ,  a n d  i t  w a s n ' t  m y  f a u l t  t h a t  I  h a d n ' t  q u i t e  h i t  i t  w h e r e  t h e y  a i n ' t .  
" K e e p  h i t t i n '  t h e  b a l l  h a r d ,  t h e  h i t s  w i l l  d r o p , "  I  c o u l d  h e a r  m y  c h i l d h o o d  h e r o  s a y i n g .  
T h e  n e x t  b a t t e r  u p  s t a r t e d  n i c k i n g  a n d  d r i b b l i n g  w h a t  t o  m e  l o o k e d  l i k e  f o u l  b a l l s  
a n d  s c o r i n g  r u n  a f t e r  r u n .  A s  h i s  t o t a l  m o u n t e d ,  I  b e g a n  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  t h e  o b j e c t  
o f  t h e  g a m e  h a d  n o t h i n g  t o  d o  w i t h  t h e  c r a c k  o f  t h e  b a t ,  t h e  s t i n g i n g  l i n e r ,  t h e  h o m e  
r u n  a r c i n g  h i g h  o v e r  F e n w a y ' s  l e f t - f i e l d  w a l l .  J u s t  f o r  a  m o m e n t  I  b e g a n  t o  g r a s p  c r i c k e t .  
I  d e t e r t , n i n e d  t h a t  I  t o o  w a s  g o i n g  t o  n i c k  a n d  c u t  a n d  r i c o c h e t  a n d  s t r o k e  t h e  b a l l  
f o r  h o u r  a f t e r  h o u r  a n d  r u n  a f t e r  r u n .  I  s t a r t e d  t o  g e t  d i z z y  a t  t h e  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n ,  
t h e  v a l u e s  a n d  h a b i t s  o f  a  l i f e t i m e  a b o u t  t o  b e  o v e r - r i d d e n ,  I  c o u l d n ' t  h a v e  f e l t  s t r a n -
g e r  i f  I ' d  s u d d e n l y  w a k e d  u p  a s  a  c o c k r o a c h .  
I  w o u l d ' v e  c h a n g e d  t o o ,  b u t  i t  w a s  t e a  t i m e ,  m y  p l a n e  l e f t  f o r  A m e r i c a  s o o n  a f t e r ,  
a n d ,  w e l l ,  t h e r e  a r e  s o m e  t h i n g s  y o u  j u s t  c a n ' t  c h a n g e ,  n o  m a t t e r  h o w  e x t r e m e  o r  
s h o c k i n g  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e s  y o u  g o  t h r o u g h .  
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